Suivez-nous Lettres d'information
considered heretic at least after the condemnation of John XXII . Let me now fix the chronological limits of this issue. The starting point is the drafting of the new Constitutions by General Minister Guillaume Farinier, written in order to provide a definitive and unified appearance to the Order after the rift with the papacy in the first half of the fourteenth century. These Constitutions were approved by the General Chapter of Assisi in 1354 5 . The new Constitutions bear the burden of all previous legislation and remained in force throughout the fifteenth century; they represent, therefore, the legal framework within which the Franciscan observances took shape and gained their space 6 . In fact, the document takes into account the possibility of living in observantia strictiore within the Order: In the initial phase of the search for a 'more Franciscan' way of life, the identity mark coincides with a sort of revival of Franciscan eremitic tradition; but -due to the possible confusion with the controversial Fraticelli -the Order was afraid of the danger of hermitage. For this reason, immediately after the permission to live in strictiore observantia, the Constitutions specify that all friars are nevertheless compelled to live in the convents 8 . The ending point of the matter corresponds to the promulgation of the bulla Ite vos by Pope Leo X in 1517. The pontiff takes measures to definitively avoid the fragmentation and ideological fights between the Order, and several groups of reformed friars scattered among many different denominations 9 .
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Along this broad span of time, the Council of Constance is generally seen as a watershed. In recognizing the quaerimoniae submitted by the French Observants with the decree Supplicationibus personarum, the Council, in fact, provided a suitable space for them: it was an efficient way to let the Observance become an institution capable to live in relative peace within the reformed convents. At that time, to be 'observant' in Italy meant to have the permission of the general Minister to reside in the hermits and not in the convents, to be exempted from the curriculum studiorum taught in the convents, and to give precedence to the dimension of individual spirituality over pastoral militancy. Observance was still an option practiced within the Order. According to a quite traditional view, the Council of Constance marks the separation of two main currents (the Ultramontanian -French, and the Cismontanian -Italian), although this distinction became institutionally more relevant between 1443 and 1446, when Pope Eugene IV guaranteed the Observants -both Cismontanian and Ultramontanian -the right to appoint a representative (called 'general vicar') and provincial vicars 10 . Then, both at a historical and at a historiographical level, the destinies of the two branches proceed in parallel; each one under different perspective: but, for sure, the development of Ultramontanian Observance had an easier life. It depended on their living sub ministris and thus practising what Ludovic Viallet called the via media, without any tendency to be divided from the Order 11 .
At least in its outlines, the European map of Franciscan reforming movements is quite clear. The Lands of the Empire, and the countries of Centre-East Europe, reaching as far as the Balkans and Greece, were committed to the Cismontanian family. In Spain, on the other hand, between the fourteenth and the fifteenth century, at least three distinct experiences emerged within a revival of Franciscan eremitic tradition, respectively linked to Gonzalo Martino in Galicia, to Queen Maria de Luna in Valencia, and to Pietro de Villacreces in Castile. Franciscans groups: the whole history of the fifteenth century is marked by papal documents aimed at governing the development of Franciscan reforms and to regulate the conflicting relations between the various branches of the Because of the genetic complexity of Franciscan Observance, the analysis of historiographical trends constitutes an integral part of the standard research. Three main historiographical phases can be outlined, up to the present-day:
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While Observance was being structured and gaining space a specific literature was functional to the creation of the specific identity of the movement. The Observant narrative served both to the self-representation and to the official memory of the group. It should be noted that the literary production of the fifteenth century has been oriented by at least three primary needs: to polemically defend the legitimacy of the Observance itself; to argue in favour of the perfect adherence of the Observance to an authentically Franciscan vocation; to celebrate the family 'heroes', the so-called "four columns", at least three of which were eligible for canonization. Thus, hagiographical literature related to Bernardino of Siena, James of the Marches and John of Capestrano, along with the collection of documents prepared for their canonization, is part of the same historical apparatus.
This second period coincides with the resumption of the canonization processes of James of the Marches and John of Capestrano, with further documentary research and the revision of literary and hagiographical texts.
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The corpus of sources on which contemporary historiography is based took shape during these two phases. The narrative produced in the course of the fifteenth century has held up for centuries, and it has been essentially repeated throughout the twentieth century. Contemporary critical historiography has substantiated that narrative, re-reading it with refined critical tools, and it has expanded the domain of research (including, for example, the fields of preaching and of iconography) but it has not challenged it in any substantial way. 
Collections of letters, written and received by Franciscan
Observants, that bear witness to the political, institutional, religious, and ecclesiastical networks of the persons involved; but also the correspondences of humanists and other notable personalities, who were in direct contact with Observant friars.
Nature and meanings of the reform unpublished and, among the editions available, a high number is quite out of date. 41 . Relevant testimonies are also provided by chronicles external to the Order: I refer, in particular, to city chronicles, recording the establishment of Observant convents or the activity of Observant preachers and the reactions provoked in response to their religious and social proposals. quality: it was characterised by an aggressive attitude from the pulpit, which assured popular support, and was favoured, in many cases, by a positive expectation toward a certain preaching ability, which could lead to the fama sanctitatis of preachers. Other factors of this success were less evident, although they were in the foreground: the increasing support granted by Italian urban elites or regional governments, and a strong backing by the papacy. The combination of these ingredients contributed to make the settlement of the Observant convents, in Italian cities, quite rapid and widespread, evidently not without some anxieties and frictions within the Order. Moreover, after the death of Bernardino, and as part of John of Capestrano's juridical work in reshaping the Observance, a new phenomenon determined the specific nature of Italian Observance: the progressive acquisition of an increasingly autonomous government, almost a de facto selfgovernment.
All this provoked a violent controversy within the Order: towards the end of the century, Observance felt more and more as 'something else' in comparison to the ancient Ordo Fratrum Minorum. The Order accused the Observants of in-observance, because they obeyed a vicar, while the Rule clearly states that all friars owe obeisance only to the General Minister. The Observants replied that the regime sub vicariis -and all the privileges they enjoyed -had been conferred to them by the papacy, and the Rule clearly states that all brothers -including the General Minister-should obey the pope. This is just one example, among many, which shows how the Rule -and its observance-can be involved in a controversy that has little to do with the Rule. With this ideological, ecclesiastical, and pastoral equipment, Italian friars were ready to reform, and committed to manage an area that included the North-Eastern European quadrant from the Holy Roman Empire to the Near East.
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At this point, a question emerges: is Observance a matter of a "stricter Observance of the Rule"? Can we precisely define the Franciscan spirituality typical of the Observants? As far as these matters are concerned, my reflection is limited to the Observance that has developed in Italy (that is, close and functional to papal politics) in the course of the fifteenth century. 
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It would still be necessary to carry out a full investigation about the entanglement of certain salient phenomena on the European agenda of the Quattrocento and the different currents of Franciscan Observance, that asserted themselves in various geopolitical realities. In addition, it would also be necessary to ask how these reformist movements acted in relation to the most prominent issues extant on the European chessboard and which perspectives they offered to the reforming aspirations shared both by the Church and the society of the fifteenth century.
It is not easy to balance the vision between the individual regional realities and a general vision; and to remember that, in any case, under the name of St. Francis, the 'Observance' label incarnates very different attempts and accomplishments, yet concerning the same centralized Order of the Friars Minor, at least until 1517. It is necessary to study the empirical and institutional adaptations of a problematic idea, that of Observance, which finds different embodiments through space and time, in search of a way that combines restoration with reform. The history of the Church is full of experiences of reform in the name of formal restoration: the myth of origins is always seducing and its appeal is consequently very strong. As far as St.
Francis' heritage goes, this aspect was particularly problematic, and so it remains today for contemporary historians. 1 A warmly thank to Allegra Iafrate for the help she provided to correct the English. 
